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Marshall University
The PROPOSAL FOR CAPSTONE EXPERIENCES
18 November 1994
The

Proposal

I)

By fall 1995, the program of study for each entering
baccalaureate student at Marshall University will include a
capstone experience, to be completed by the end of the senior year.

2)

Each discipline will design and implement its capstone experience(s),
which will enable the student to synthesize and demonstrate a
competent learning in field.
Ultimate responsibility for designing and
implementing the capstone experience resides in the degree-granting
college.

3)

The general goals listed on page 6 will be used where appropriate as
criteria in shaping the capstone experience(s), but all capstone
experience(s) must include both an oral and written presentation.

4)

A review committee of 3 to 5 faculty members involved in capstone
experiences, in each college or school, will periodically evaluate the
goals of the capstone experience, and ascertain that the disciplines'
capstone designs meet those goals.
Each review committee will report its assessments on an annual basis
to the appropriate Dean. Each review committee, with the approval of
the Dean, will determine its own procedures for communicating its
assessments and recommendations.
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I.

Definition of
Capstone

the University-Wide
Experience

The capstone is a discipline-based experience designed to
enable students to combine classroom education with practical
application. Students completing the capstone experience will
summarize the work completed in the field or fields of study,
through a written and oral presentation, thus achieving an integrated
picture not always attainable in the individual classroom, and
demonstrate the expertise necessary in the selected discipline(s).

I I.

The Need for Capstone Experiences
Marshall University

at

The questions often asked in many studies of the total
academic experience of undergraduate students are these: Do
colleges and universities prepare students for the "real world"? Can
new graduates compete for the limited number of jobs in their
chosen fields of study? Can they assume their responsibilities as
contributing members of professional communities? Are they
prepared for life after college in practical life-skills areas?
In response, a growing interest and trend is emerging in
institutions of higher education to provide college students with a
"capstone experience." In a recent paper, Joseph B. Cuseo of
Marymount College reviewed and synthesized the proceedings from
four national conferences held since 1990 on the capstone
experience, and noted that there are three major aims of the
movement: 1) to bring integration and "closure" to the
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undergraduate experience; 2) to provide students with an
opportunity to reflect on the meaning of their college career; and 3)
to facilitate graduating students' transition to post-college life.
At a recent workshop for Marshall faculty members, Professor
John Gardner of the University of South Carolina asked several
related questions: What is the purpose of college? Why are there
3,500+ colleges and universities in this country? Why do we spend
$150 billion a year on post-secondary education? Why have
Americans been committed to higher education since shortly after
the Pilgrims arrived? Gardner noted that the college experience in
this country produces different kinds of citizens, yet there is growing
public dissatisfaction with higher education: there is a general
misunderstanding and criticism of faculty workloads; there is also a
sense of a lack of connection between college and the "real world";
there is the perception of abuse of federal overhead grant monies;
while simultaneously there are dramatic increases in tuition and
other higher education costs. Perhaps most troubling is that national
surveys reveal deficiencies in the intellectual preparation of our
college graduates.
Gardner stated that higher education is being criticized by
employers who claim that "graduates can't write, speak, or reason
analytically, that they have a poorly developed sense of values or
ethics, and that they lack leadership training and experience working
in groups." However, he reminded those in attendance that "in spite
of criticisms and dissatisfactions, college is perceived to be more
necessary than ever."
In his March 1994 address to the faculty of Marshall
University, President J. Wade Gilley called for a university level
capstone experience, such as "a course that would include a unique
experience--internship, public service experience, actual work
experience (cooperative education), research project, research paper,
etc.--depending on the discipline or program." He also stated that
"we must do everything in our power to give the Marshall graduate a
compet1t1ve edge," because that graduate now faces "a smaller, more
competitive and more contentious world of the new information
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economy," where "competition is stiff for a limited number of jobs
requiring a college education."
As our seniors graduate from Marshall University, they are
encountering a competitive job market, with employers needing
more skills from fewer people. Our new graduates are being
challenged to be technically competent and to have those
communication and critical skills which make them stand out among
a growing number of qualified applicants for the jobs they seek, or
for the slots in graduate and professional schools. Like many colleges
and universities, the faculty of Marshall University are discovering
that a key element in preparing our graduates for the "real world" is
through a capstone experience that is carefully designed to integrate
general education with professional preparation, and to facilitate
their transition from baccalaureate work to the world of work or to
graduate school.
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III.

General

The

University-wide

Capstone

Workshop

Conclusions

In the Capstone Workshop, held September 16, 1994, one
point consistently emerged: there is no single script for a capstone
course that can or should be imposed university wide. Instead, there
are competencies we expect from our students who are graduating m
a particular discipline or disciplines, and from a university with a
strong general education program. Capstone "course" or Capstone
"experience" is a shorthand term (and possibly even an inappropriate
and misleading one) for our desire to assure that we create and
institutionalize ways for our students to develop clearly defined
competencies before they graduate.
Many of the participants pointed out that Marshall has many
experiences meeting the goals and outcomes associated with a
capstone experience already built into existing courses and
requirements. However, disciplines need to assess and analyze what
they are doing, define their desired competencies clearly, and
systematize their practice to improve the methods of insuring that
students develop the desired competencies.
In general, all groups seemed to agree that the discipline(s)
should be responsible for designing and carrying out what it is
calling the "capstone experience" for the graduating major. What the
faculty need to do is to create a set of defined outcomes or goals for
all graduating students and leave the design of the experiences to the
experts, the faculty in the disciplines.
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Goals

In defining the competencies that Marshall graduates need,
participating faculty members suggest the following goals.
a.

Meet a set of competencies designed by the discipline(s)
for the graduating major. These competencies may be
defined. by an accrediting agency in the field or some
other professional body that creates a set of expectations
majors are to meet.

b.

Demonstrate the ability to integrate knowledge from
many disciplines.

c.

Demonstrate problem solving skills and ability to analyze
critically.

d.

Demonstrate reflection, self- awareness and selfassessment abilities.

e.

Demonstrate "sense-making," the ability to apply
knowledge to lived experience.

f.

Demonstrate skills through some tangible product.

g.

Demonstrate the ability to collaborate, work on a team,
and listen effectively

7
Discipline-Centered

Design

While the University community has agreed upon the goals
(above, a-g), the discipline(s) will design the capstone experience for
their majors to achieve these goals.
Therefore, the types of capstone
experiences can be diverse, as suggested by these examples:
*

a senior level seminar,

*

an internship and public presentation of the results to a
group of professionals and faculty members,

*

a series of courses taken by a major, resulting rn a senior
level portfolio,

*

a show, with a written analysis and spoken introduction,

*

an interdisciplinary issue or problem-centered semrnar
with a problem-solving paper or video with an
introduction,

*

a public reading of poems with a critical introduction and
discussion.

In summary, the types of capstone experiences will be based
on I) a university-wide agreement that college graduates need
certain competencies if the degree is to be valuable, and 2) a
recognition of the unique nature of each discipline. Therefore, the
disciplines will design their majors' experiences to meet the general
university capstone goals, and the types of capstone experiences will
be diverse.
The colleges should consider ways to encourage disciplines to
be creative in designing effective capstone experience, using what is
already in place and considering other possibilities. Now is the time
to be innovative in our thinking.
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IV.

Assessments

We recommend that each college or school at Marshall elect a
review committee of 3 to 5 faculty members who are involved with
capstone experiences. The review committee of each academic unit
should review periodically the goals of its disciplines' capstone
experiences, to ensure their educational value and their
appropriateness in terms of perceived contemporary needs. In
addition, the review committee of each academic unit should
ascertain, each semester, that the capstone designs of its disciplines
are meeting the goals of the capstone experience.
The review committee will report the assessments to its
collegiate dean annually.
The college or school's review committee will determine its
own procedures for communicating the assessments and
recommendations.

v.

Summary:

The

University-Wide

Capstone

Experience

Again, the capstone is a discipline-based experience designed
to enable students to combine classroom education with practical
application. Students completing the capstone experience will
summarize the work completed in the field or fields of study,
through an oral and written presentation, thus achieving an
integrated picture not always attainable in the individual classroom,
and demonstrate the expertise necessary in the selected discipline(s).
Benefits to the students will be numerous: completion of a rigorous
academic program, more experience in oral and written
communication, an overall strengthening of general education skills,
tangible evidence of knowledge in field, ability to make "contacts' m
the field, an enhanced resume, increased self-confidence, and an
advantage in seeking and retaining employment.

